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Memory Isn’t What It Used to Be

Volume 24, Number 2

change doesn't have any bearing on
what happened in reality. Memory is
in a state of constant reconstruction
that we are forced to reevaluate
every time it comes up. This constant
change would mean that there is no
singular experience to really draw
from or participate in, because we're
all participating in our own and
others' memory reconstructions. If
we are all engaged in memory
reconstructions all the time, then
additional question follow regarding:
(a) what the reality is we are
remembering and (b) the identity of
the person doing the remembering.

From the cartoons of Dan Reynolds

Memory Reconstructions
by Zakary Davis
(zd00956@georgiasouthern.edu)

What is memory? What is memory
of a particular experience? When we
think of a memory, it is usually taken
like a picture in a scrapbook. It's
there, it happened just like this
picture, and that's all there is to it.
But that's not really true, is it? Every
time you recollect, the details
change, little by little, and that

There seems to be a deep puzzle here
regarding this scrapbook-storehouse
description of memory. Is the mind
a scrapbook or storehouse of
memories or is this an inadequate
metaphor to describe what memories
are?
From John Locke’s Essays
Concerning Human Understanding

“The other way of Retention is the
Power to revive again in our Minds
those Ideas, which after imprinting
have disappeared, or have been as it
were laid aside out of sight…This
is Memory, which is as it were the

Store-house of our Ideas…But
our Ideas being nothing but actual
Perceptions in the Mind, which cease
to be any thing, when there is no
perception of them, this laying up of
our Ideas in the Repository of the
Memory, signifies no more but this,
that the Mind has a Power, in many
cases, to revive Perceptions, which it
once had, with this additional
Perception annexed to them, that it
has had them before. And in this
Sense it is, that our Ideas are said to
be in our Memories, when indeed,
they are actually no where, but only
there is an ability in the Mind, when
it will, to revive them again; and as it
were paint them anew on it self,
though some with more, some with
less difficulty; some more lively, and
others more obscurely.” (Book
II.x.1–2)
Reid’s Brave Officer
by Thomas Reid
“Suppose a brave officer to have
been flogged when a boy at school,
for robbing an orchard, to have taken
a standard from the enemy in his first
campaign, and to have been made a
general in advanced life: Suppose
also, which must be admitted to be
possible, that when he took the
standard, he was conscious of his
having been flogged at school, and
that when made a general he was
conscious of his taking the standard,
but had absolutely lost the
consciousness of his flogging.

These things being supposed, it
follows, from Mr LOCKE’s doctrine,
that he who was flogged at school is
the same person who took the
standard, and that he who took the
standard is the same person who was
made a general.
When it follows, if there be any truth
in logic, that the general is the same
person with him who was flogged at
school. But the general’s
consciousness does not reach so far
back as his flogging, therefore,
according to Mr LOCKE’s doctrine,
he is not the person who was
flogged. Therefore the general is, and
at the same time is not the same
person as him who was flogged at
school.”
Thomas Reid’s, Essays on the Intellectual
Powers of Man, Brookes, Derek R. (ed.),
University Park, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania
State University Press, 2002, 276).

If you can remember this,
The Philosophical Discussion Group invites
you to discuss:
WHAT IS MEMORY?
Is it a scrapbook, a storehouse or some
other metaphor you care to share?
In Memory of Memory, come share
memory, food and sodas with us
Tuesday, Nov. 16 @ 5:00pm,
In the INTERNATIONAL GARDEN
(If bad weather, then go to Gamble Hall 226.)
Contact Ivy Robertson with comments
ir00344@georgiasouthern.edu

